Project Background
In collaboration with the Strengthening Evidence for Programming on Unintended Pregnancy (STEP UP) Research Programme Consortium, the Population Council has implemented a project since 2014 to increase the demand for secondary school education in Homa Bay County, Kenya -an area characterized by high, unintended teenage pregnancy and female school drop-out rates. The main strategy employed for achieving this goal involves drawing on various communication channels for enhancing awareness in schools and communities of Kenya's school re-entry policy for outof-school teenage mothers. This policy was introduced in 1994 to facilitate pregnant learners' re-entry into the school system after childbirth. It is undergirded by the country's National School Health Policy, which permits pregnant learners to remain in school for as long as possible.
The communication channels employed under the project to increase awareness of the school re-entry policy include: dialogues with school principals; an interactive media campaign targeting schools and communities; and evidence-based advocacy 1 for stakeholder adherence to the policy implementation guidelines. The overall strategy is expected to lead to the following changes in Homa Bay County:
 revitalization of Kenya's school re-entry policy among stakeholders (e.g., Ministry of Education officials, out-ofschool teenage mothers, schools, communities);  improved implementation of Kenya's school re-entry policy; and  enhanced demand for, and access to, secondary school education for out-of-school teenage mothers.
To foster awareness of the school re-entry policy in Homa Bay County schools, the Population Council collaborated with the Homa Bay County Department of Education (Ministry of Education) to convene a policy dialogue for all principals of public, day, girls-only, and co-educational secondary schools in Homa Bay County. The policy dialogue was held on August 1, 2014 in Kisumu, Kenya. This report details the proceedings of the meeting.
Box 1: Guidelines for Implementing the School Re-entry Policy
 Girls who become pregnant should be admitted back to school unconditionally.  Head teachers, District, and Municipal Education Officers should assist such girls to join other schools to avoid psychological and emotional suffering.  Intensive guidance and counseling should be provided to affected girl, parents, teachers, and other girls in school.  Once a girl is sent home, the parents should be summoned to the school and receive some counseling, after which they should take their daughter home. Head teachers and other teachers should be understanding and patient while handling cases of this nature.  The school should keep in touch with such girls and their parents so as to monitor what is happening and provide the necessary moral, emotional, and spiritual support. Counseling for both the girl and the parents should not be discontinued.  The parents should seek readmission of their daughter to school after the baby is weaned. Head teachers should provide the necessary help in this regard. In case of any problem, the Provincial, District and Municipal Education Officers should assist.  Other girls in the school should be counseled on consequences of irresponsible behavior, adolescent sexuality, boy/girl relationships, negative peer influences, building self-confidence and self-esteem.  Those who make girls pregnant should be exposed. For example, teachers and other adults should face legal action. Boys should be given counseling so that they can take responsibility for their actions.
Participation and Objectives
Nearly two hundred participants attended the one-day meeting, representing the Homa Bay County Department of Education; the Population Council; the Centre for Social Sector, Education, and Policy Analysis; and 171 school principals (see Appendix 1 for a participant list).
The policy dialogue was guided by the following specific objectives:
 Provide a forum for school principals to be reminded of, and to deliberate upon, existing education policies developed to ensure continued schooling for pregnant/parenting learners;
 Gain a sense of the prevailing attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions about such policies among school principals;
 Gain insight into facilitators and barriers to implementing such policies from the perspective of school principals; and  Identify good practices in the implementation of these policies by school principals.
The meeting provided an opportunity for experience-sharing, lesson-learning, and problem-solving among participants. For the Homa Bay County Department of Education, the policy dialogue was also a forum for taking stock of progress in regard to school re-entry policy implementation.
The meeting was structured around plenary sessions (which included presentations and discussion) and small group discussions (see Appendix 2 for the agenda).
Opening Remarks  To what extent have you been able to implement the re-entry policy in your school?
 What barriers/factors have prevented or hindered the implementation of this policy in your school?
 What factors have helped you to implement the re-entry policy for girls in your school?
 What are some of the best practices in implementing the school re-entry policy that you can share from personal experience?
Highlighted in the remainder of this report are the key themes and discussion points that emerged from the plenary and small group discussions.
Emerging Issues
Issues arising from the dialogue session enabled school principals to reflect on the history behind Kenya's school re-entry policy, their designated role in implementing the policy, and their challenges and successes in doing so. The presence of Ministry of Education representatives at the meeting also provided an opportunity for principals to specify their support needs in order to ensure optimal implementation of this policy in the future.
Critical issues emerging from the one-day policy dialogue are detailed below.
 Unintended pregnancy among learners is a key concern of school principals.
Repeat pregnancies by parenting girls re-entering school were continually highlighted by participants during the meeting as a major concern. School principals noted with consternation that many re-entering girls (who initially left school due to unintended pregnancy) ended up having multiple pregnancies. Some therefore regarded it as futile to promote school re-entry for teenage mothers. Furthermore, participants voiced concerns about pregnancyrelated illnesses and dietary needs of pregnant learners, and pointed out that they were ill-equipped to attend to such matters in their school contexts. Unsafe abortion by students was also a recurrent theme of these discussions. A number of principals viewed early and proactive detection of student pregnancy by schools as a means of mitigating unsafe and latestage abortions, which could adversely affect the health of students.
I have had fifteen pregnant girls in my school in one term.
--Participant comment
As a result of these issues, some principals raised the need for accessible contraceptive services for students in general. On the other hand, a number of principals pointed out that some of their female students were married and therefore 'needed' family planning. However, the majority of school principals remained silent on the issue of contraception during this plenary discussion, and one only one principal publicly argued against making contraception accessible to students. A few participants opined that having special schools solely for pregnant learners would enhance the implementation of the school re-entry policy by helping to ensure that the specific needs of such learners can be attended to. Discussions around this topic clarified the need for further dialogue with principals on this issue, and for context-appropriate interventions for mitigating unintended pregnancy in schools.
 Efforts must be made to reframe unintended pregnancy in schools as a 'rights' issue, as opposed to a 'disciplinary' issue.
Plenary and group discussions demonstrated the tensions that participants experienced in viewing unintended pregnancy in schools beyond the traditional, disciplinary framework with which the phenomenon has historically been associated. Despite the school re-entry policy's clause on the unconditional readmission of parenting students, many school principals were of the opinion that parenting girls (who left school due to pregnancy) should only be readmitted if they demonstrated remorse for falling pregnant. Participants noted that parenting students were more likely to be readmitted by schools if they were known to be well-behaved, showed academic promise, or were particularly talented in some area.
Sending a pregnant girl away from school was also seen by some principals as a measure to help ensure that their peers 'learn a lesson' and refrain from becoming pregnant themselves. The concern that readmitting teenage mothers into schools would have a negative influence on other students was a prevalent one among participants. These concerns plausibly derive from the training of school personnel, which frames school-based, unintended pregnancy as a disciplinary issue, deserving or requiring disciplinary measures. However, in the era of education rights and inclusive education, such training must be adjusted to emphasize the right of even pregnant and parenting learners to education. Importantly, such training should target both the pre-service and in-service levels.
 Reputational risks for schools and school principals are an under-investigated aspect of the school reentry implementation process.
There is a need to understand the reputational risks that implementing the school re-entry policy poses for school principals. Participants devoted a considerable amount of time to discussing this subject. Schools' reputations were perceived to suffer as a result of unintended pregnancy, partly because of principals' conceptualization of pregnancy as disability. School principals were of the opinion that pregnant learners (who are presumed to be perpetually ill) would affect their schools' 'Mean Grade' (an average score/ranking given to each school annually, based on the combined average grade of its students). School principals felt pressurized to ensure that as many students as possible had strong grades so that their schools could maintain respectable 'Mean Grades.' A respectable score would draw the positive attention of prospective parents and students, and would ensure that the school concerned remained in demand. Balancing the Ministry of Education's expectation for schools to produce good grades with its expectation for schools to keep pregnant learners (who were perceived to perform poorly) in school was seen as a major challenge by many principals.
Until education is all-round (holistic), rather than focused on 'The Mean,' this
[school re-entry] policy will never move anywhere.
--Participant comment --Participant comment Principals explained that, in addition to their schools' reputations, they also had their own professional reputations to protect. Some participants who had tried to encourage school continuity for pregnant learners suffered damage to their reputations, being accused by the community of promoting immorality in school. Maintaining their professional reputation before prospective parents when visibly pregnant learners are present in school was noted to pose a formidable challenge for principals. Others voiced concerns about the prevalent assumption that principals are often perpetrators of sexual violence and responsible for the pregnancies experienced by their students. These concerns provided further incentive for school principals to ensure that pregnant learners did not feature in their school environment.
 Engagement of key stakeholders in policy development is essential for avoiding policy misalignment and ensuring effective implementation.
The lack of involvement of school principals in developing the school re-entry policy was highlighted by participants as a barrier which led to a lack of understanding of the policy, its rationale, and implementation procedures. Indeed, out of the 171 school principals in attendance, none had ever seen an actual copy of the school re-entry policy. As one participant explained: 'We have gone through hard life because of policies that we were not involved in. … We were never inducted. We were never told what to do.'
As the dialogue provided space for principals to consider the policy, questions arose during the meeting about the proper timing of readmission for parenting girls returning to school. While the school re-entry policy implementation guidelines indicate that readmission should be sought 'after the baby is weaned' (see Box 1), the National School Health Policy stipulates that '[n]ewborn babies must be allowed the benefit of breastfeeding as much as possible including exclusive breastfeeding for six months and introduction of complementary feeding at 6 months of age while continuing breastfeeding' (MOPHS & MOE, 2009, p. 23). However, these instructions imply that all parenting girls will want to breastfeed, and for the same length of time -or that all pregnant learners will carry their pregnancies to term. Participants agreed that the timing of readmission should be decided on a case-by-case basis, and should depend on several factors, including the point at which the student left school, the duration of her time away from school, and her own perceived capacity to cope academically at a particular stage of readmission. Part of the discussion centered on the fact that, while the school re-entry implementation guidelines indicate that pregnant learners should be 'sent home,' the National School Health Policy states that such learners 'shall be allowed to continue with classes for as long as possible' (ibid.). This instance of policy misalignment left school principals uncertain of how to effectively implement the school re-entry policy. The discussion underscored the need to institutionalize the periodic sensitization of principals by the Ministry of Education, in addition to making actual policy documents available to new cohorts of stakeholders.
 Parents are important stakeholders in the school re-entry process.
A common refrain during the discussion sessions centered on the need to bring parents on board as part of the school re-entry process. School principals pointed out that while schools are often accused of having inadequate responses for mitigating unintended pregnancy, the roles and responsibilities of parents and homes are usually overlooked. Parents were noted to have several capacity-building needs, including: parenting classes
We've been asked [by parents] if our schools are maternity wards or pregnancy
centers.
--Participant comment
I think the principal is a lone-ranger in the fight against teenage pregnancy.
Let's start with the parents. … A lot of the factors that lead to pregnancy should be addressed at home.
--Participant comment to provide support and know-how for raising teenage girls; knowledge of how to maintain strong relationships with school administrations (which was said to facilitate easier access to school re-entry support); and sensitization on the fact that a girl's pregnancy should not spell the end of her education.
The issue of childcare for teenage mothers was also raised in the context of this discussion. While there was agreement that some parents would be willing to help out with childcare, meeting participants pointed out that a considerable proportion of pregnant and parenting learners in Homa Bay happen to be orphans. Finding ways for secondary schools to forge links with the Early Childhood Development and Education arm of the Homa Bay County Department of Education was a recommended action for attending to this issue.
 While it is an important issue, stigma is not always a factor in girls' re-entry decisions.
There was a perception among some participants that parenting girls prefer to be readmitted to other schools (rather than to the ones in which they fell pregnant) to avoid stigma and discrimination. Some principals spoke from personal experience with pregnant learners in their schools, who opted for readmission elsewhere. Meeting participants also pointed out that pregnant girls' self-stigma was often responsible for their leaving school, as opposed to coercion by school principals. Nonetheless, a number of principals also had personal experiences with girls who preferred to return to their original schools after pregnancy, and actually did so.
The school re-entry policy implementation guidelines presume that parenting students would want to re-enter different schools 'to avoid psychological and emotional suffering' (see Box 1), and offer instructions for supporting such students to find new schools as a result. Although well-intentioned, it is imperative to also encourage and support students who are still comfortable in their original school environment to re-enter these settings. Such efforts should be coupled with concrete efforts to address school-based stigma and discrimination against pregnant/parenting learners.
 Cultural realities in Homa Bay can serve to strengthen responses for parenting students.
Participants drew attention to certain cultural issues in Homa Bay County which need to be considered and understood to ensure optimal responses for parenting girls wishing to re-enter school. For instance, participants noted that childbirth is celebrated in the community. The experience of childbirth raises a teenage girl's status and that of the newborn's father in the eyes of the community. While this cultural reality may pose challenges for girls' education, school principals noted that it could also be helpful in ensuring that school re-entry by parenting girls is not hindered by a sense of 'shame' (due to early pregnancy) on the part of parents. Participants also indicated that parents who take pride in their daughters' pregnancies would be more likely to provide childcare support.
The school re-entry policy guidelines include a counseling stipulation for boys 'so that they can take responsibility for their actions' (see Box 1). Furthermore, the National School Health Policy indicates that '[c]hild-fathers (boys less than 18 years) shall receive counseling and rehabilitation' (MOPHS & MOE, 2009, p. 23). School principals questioned the utility of these counseling and rehabilitation requirements, given that such boys are regarded as 'heroes' in their communities due to their fatherhood status. It was agreed that the targets and content of such counseling would have to be carefully determined in order to ensure it is beneficial for all concerned. Several participants voiced the opinion that there should be penalties for boys and men responsible for school girls' pregnancies. However, the goal of keeping both girls and boys in school, despite their complicity in school-based unintended pregnancy, was emphasized.
Principals also raised the cultural taboo of parents sharing a dwelling unit with daughters of reproductive age. As a consequence of this taboo in Homa Bay County, adolescent girls often share dwelling units with their much more lenient grandmothers. Consequently, parents are less able to monitor activities that could lead to unintended pregnancy. Looking forward, this reality would be important to consider in pregnancy prevention programs.
 Despite minimal resources, principals are innovating with good practices to respond to unintended pregnancy in schools.
Although none of the school principals in attendance had ever seen a copy of the school re-entry policy, and a considerable proportion (20%) had not heard of it, many principals were responding to girls' school re-entry needs in useful and inspiring ways. Small group and plenary sessions were devoted to giving participants an opportunity to share their individual practices with one another, and to ask/answer questions about modalities for implementing them. A summary of good practices being implemented by principals in their individual schools is provided here:
 Using parenting students as resources: e.g., having such students talk to other girls in school about the realities of being pregnant or a teenage mother, as a means of steering them away from teenage pregnancy.
 Introducing flexi-time for parenting students: e.g., giving such students longer break periods in order for them to return home to nurse their babies.
 Setting up a 'nursing zone' for parenting students, rather than having them return home to nurse, thereby taking away from learning time.
 Making arrangements with selected teachers for extra tutoring for parenting students, who often miss parts of classes when they return home to nurse.
 Granting special permission to married, parenting students to leave school for a few hours in order to attend a family planning clinic.
 Inquiring about pregnant learners' expected due dates, and advising them to leave school two months prior to prepare for delivery.
 Maintaining contact with pregnant learners' parents after they have left school, to ensure that school reentry occurs.
 Providing proper guidance and counseling.
These positive, independently-implemented practices demonstrate a great extent of willingness on the part of school principals to play a key role in implementing the school re-entry policy. Such efforts can and should be encouraged, supported, and built upon to ensure optimal implementation of the policy.
 Additional stakeholders must be involved to holistically address unintended pregnancy and foster school re-entry at the secondary school level.
Sub-County Directors of Education expressed concern over the fact that boarding school principals were not included in the policy dialogue. They noted that boarding schools are equally affected by unintended pregnancy, and that principals of such schools are actually more likely to prohibit the re-admission of parenting girls. They also highlighted the need to involve primary schools in school re-entry responses, given that school drop-out due to unintended pregnancy occurs at this level of schooling as well. While the importance of boarding schools in school re-entry processes is not debated, participants were informed that the current project focuses on secondary schools which benefit from Free Secondary Education (i.e., public day schools), to help minimize financial barriers for girls wanting to re-enter school.
An additional concern emphasized by Sub-County Directors of Education had to do with motorcycle transporters (boda-bodas). The latter were strongly perceived by Directors and school principals alike as being responsible for a considerable proportion of unintended pregnancies among school-going girls, given their ubiquitous presence in the community as transportation providers between the home and school. However, recent findings from the baseline survey conducted to assess interventions under the current project are not clear on the complicity of bodabodas in school pregnancy (Undie, Birungi, Odwe, & Obare, 2015). The vast majority of out-of-school teenage mothers (89%) reported being impregnated by their 'boyfriends' -37 percent of whom happened to be their fellow students when they were in school. The remaining 52% were reported to be boyfriends who were not fellow students (ibid.). It is unclear whether any boda-bodas fell in this category of non-student boyfriends, and were therefore not referred to by respondents as motorcycle transporters. Only 6 percent of out-of-school teenage girls specifically reported that 'boda-bodas' were responsible for the pregnancy that led to their school dropout.
Sub-County Directors of Education asked that future interventions to promote school re-entry for girls include Information, Education, and Communication materials based on the school re-entry policy and associated reproductive health issues. Importantly, school principals commented on the influence of Sub-County Directors of Education, noting that if the latter decided to prioritize the implementation and monitoring of the school re-entry policy, this would automatically become a priority for principals.
Conclusion
The policy dialogue event helped to create visibility around the issue of unintended pregnancy in schools and the need for a clear, strong education sector response to it. The event also fostered a sense of dignity and ownership among attendees, some of whom previously felt overlooked and unsupported by earlier processes of introducing the school re-entry policy. Additionally, the meeting deliberations underscored the need to update current policies based on issues emerging from the dialogue. To avoid policy misalignment, it would be essential for all related policies to be reviewed simultaneously.
Lessons learned from the policy dialogue will be incorporated into future interventions under the project, including an interactive media campaign that will target schools and communities, and advocacy activities with stakeholders to promote adherence to the school re-entry policy implementation guidelines.
Participants came to the end of the meeting inspired to redouble efforts collectively in Homa Bay County and in their individual schools based on lessons learned at the meeting. Feedback from school principals regarding the policy dialogue was overwhelmingly positive, and included written statements such as the following: It was so well-organized … We are looking forward to a follow-up session.
The policy dialogue was brought to an official close by the Homa Bay County Teachers Service Commission Director, Mrs. Diosiana Ahindukha. She implored the school principals in attendance not to overlook the issue of unintended pregnancy in schools and the need for girls' school re-entry. In her words: 'Let us not bury our heads in the sand as principals.' She urged meeting participants to begin to use learnings from the policy dialogue to effect change in their individual schools, and within the Homa Bay County education system as a whole. Mrs. Ahindukha also asked that the Population Council take the concerns of the meeting participants seriously and use the evidence emanating from the project to provide guidance for ensuring the reincorporation of out-of-school teenage mothers into the education system. She concluded her speech with the following words: 'Thank you, Population Council, for the inclusive approach you have used in engaging us.'
